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ABSTRACT Empowerment is basically a multidimensional project with components such as economic, 
social, political, cultural and psychological. It is not a linear process but an entangled web with one leading 
to the other or facilitating the other levels of empowerment. The SHG experiment was initiated with the aim 
of participatory development and paving the way for the poor to not just take control of their lives and 
choices but also to operate as proactive agents in the sphere of decision making on their life-choices. 
As is known, the goals of poverty eradication and empowerment of women can be effectively achieved if poor 
women are involved in group for community participation as well as for assertion of their rights and social 
status. The organization of self Help groups could be either based on trade or locality. Proper training is 
essential for building the organizations of the poor women. If they were properly given the essential training 
by providing credit and financial assistance, they will strive to defend their family requirements and they will 
effectively defend their rights. By mobilizing, concientising and organizing them through a participatory 
process. This would enable them to participate in various programmes as effective partners and articulate 
their hopes and aspirations. In India, various voluntary organisations. The development process has given 
women not only a new sense of dignity and confidence to tackle their problems with a sense of solidarity to 
work together but also a measure of economic independence. It helped them to improve their living 
conditions and acquire small assets. It has also been demonstrated that the poor women’s creativity, group 
dynamics and self-management are major elements in tackling the gender and equity issues. 
KEYWORDS: Self-Help Group, Women Empowerment, Poverty Alleviation, Progress. 
INTRODUCTION: 
Since, Indian constitution has emphasized on 
welfare state, its primary responsibility is to 
improve the quality of life of the citizens. The 
Government of India has evolved several economic 
programmes, one such programme is self-help 
programme. Hence, the Government of India 
evolved different types of economic strategies and 
programmes for the betterment of living conditions 
of the rural masses. The Indian society is marred by 
the illiteracy, poverty, ill health and backwardness 
of varied nature prevailing in both rural and urban 
areas. The Government of India starting with the 
community development programme (CDP) later 
shifted to several other programmes under five year 
plans. Despite all this welfare and development 
programmes significant outcome in 1970‟s that 
highly neglected section of the society is women. 
As per recommendations of the National 
Perspective Plan (1988-2000).Then onwards the 
policy-makers focus their attention on shaping the 
socio-economic development of rural women. 
All the rural development programmes have 
emphasized on the integrated of women 
development. The successive five year of plans of 
Indian Government have evolved several 
programmes. Form 6
th
 five year plan onwards a few 
pilot project were introduced in 50 blocks in the 
country under the caption of Development of 
Women and Child in Rural Areas DWCRA in 
1982. Later on it was introduced throughout the 
country. The DWCRA programme is successful 
programme among all the programme initiated by 
the Government of India. Recently the DWCRA 
programme is changed its nomenclature as „SELF-
HELP GROUPS‟. The Government of India has 
given top priority and allocated special funds in 9
th
 
and 10
th
 five year plans. Now the scheme of 
DWCRA programme is being transformed as Self-
Help Group by providing Micro Finance to the 
member of the SHG‟s. The state of id-Andhra 
Pradesh has become a role model for the other 
states. The impact of SHG‟s are appreciated by the 
World Bank. Based on this experience, The World 
Bank officials are planning to put a condition to 
introduce the borrowing counties Micro Finance 
schemes. The World Bank task force committee 
officials praised SHG programmes as “create a 
silent revolution in the lives and status of the 
women”. The women‟s Self-Help Groups in rural 
areas can create a movement for women‟s 
solidarity, to protect their interests and needs. 
SHG CONCEPT: 
The establishment of the SHGs could be traced to 
the existence of one or more common problem 
areas around which the consciousness of the rural 
poor was build and the process of group formation 
initiated. The group, thus, was usually responsive 
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to a perceived need. Such groups have been formed 
around specific production activities and used the 
pooled resources to meet the emergent needs of the 
members of the group including consumption 
needs. Sometimes the internal savings generated 
were supplemented by the external resources 
loaned/ donated by VAs promoting the SHGs. 
Since the SHGs have been able to mobilize savings 
from persons or groups who were not normally 
expected to have any “savings” and also to recycle 
the pooled resources amongst the members, their 
activities have attracted attention as a supportive 
mechanism for meeting the credit needs of the 
poor. (Sreeramulu, 2006.p.114) 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF SELF-HELP 
GROUP: 
The basis of SHGs has existed in rural society of 
India much prior to the period when rural planners 
formulated this concept. In India, the concept of 
SHGs can be traced back to the Gandhian Gram 
Swaraj movement. It is mainly concerned with the 
poor and it is of the people and for the people. The 
genesis of these could be traced to „nutrition aid‟ in 
India village community. In traditional rural 
societies, self-help takes various forms. So, self-
help in essence is a form of cooperation. The father 
of the Nation, Mahatma Gandhiji, highlighted the 
same concept and stressed the self-help aspect in 
his Sevagram project during 1921. 
In rural economy, since many decades it has been 
realised that lack of institutional credit has been 
considered as one of the major drawbacks for the 
poor to come out of the vicious circle of the 
poverty. 
The Self-Help Group concept is common in the 
context of both rural and urban development. In the 
rural agriculture science, it is often considered as a 
group of farmers coming together to achieve any 
specific objective, which will lead to a better 
livelihood condition and a higher income. It serves 
as an effective mechanism for mobilising and 
organising farmers to achieve developmental 
objectives. Self-supporting income generation is 
the key to rural development, which in turn will 
benefit a substantial number of poor farmers in 
rural communities. 
SIGNIFICANCE OF SELF HELP GROUPS (SHGS): 
Grameen Banks of Bangladesh, the brainchild of 
Mohammed Younus, can be referred to be the 
precursor of the modern self-help group or micro 
credit groups or lending groups. NABARD (1995) 
defined SHG as a homogeneous group of rural poor 
voluntarily governed to save whatever the amount 
they can conveniently save out of their earnings 
and mutually agree to contribute to a common fund 
to the members for meeting their productive and 
emergency consumptive credit needs. The Indian 
experience shows that the non-involvement of 
people has led to an attitude of total dependence on 
the government for every developmental efforts 
leading to lack of efforts and accountability. 
Empowering the people in terms of participation in 
all developmental process is a vital aspect today. 
This helps them to gain control over their lives 
through awareness, taking in order to gain exercise 
greater control. In the last five decades of 
developmental efforts, more attention was given to 
individual based approach then group approach. In 
the process, the economic development of the 
people could not be harnessed to the fullest 
potential. Realising this lacunae, the group based 
development efforts are coming up in a big way 
across the country in the recent years. 
Group concept is definitely having the following 
distinct advantages when compared to individual 
approaches. 
i. It is a real democratic institution. 
ii. It paves way for all sections of 
people to come together and discuss 
their common problems. 
iii. It really enhances discussions for 
communal or self-reliance. 
iv. People will be having a definite say 
in their overall developmental 
activities. 
v. A real grass root level planning to 
materialise. 
vi. Every member to feel his/ her 
potential and develop confidence. 
vii. People are protected from risks 
associated with open market 
fluctuations. 
viii. Facilitates discussions on suitable 
activities in tune with the concerned 
local environment, basic skills and 
attitude. 
ix. Letting their own rules, regulations 
and bye laws after mutual 
discussions. 
x. Poor feel personally empowered 
because of the meaningful group 
approaches. 
It is evident from the experiences and 
the in information available from 
various countries that the group 
concept meets the objectives when a 
suitable group is formed. Self Help 
Group (SHG) can attain 
sustainability easily, because its 
member understands each other and 
the group was formed only after 
mutual consultation for their own 
mutual benefits. 
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A BRIEF REVIEW OF SOME STUDIES ON SHGS  IN 
INDIA: 
The emergence, growth, activities and contribution 
of SHGs to socio-economic uplift of women has 
attracted the attention of micro finance 
practitioners and academicians alike. Karmakar 
(1999) stressed that the SHG movement has helped 
women to develop both economic and social 
strength. He emphasized that formation of SHGs 
would ensure the best participation of the poor in 
credit programmes. Gurumoorthy (2000) found 
after conducting a study in Tamil Nadu that SHG 
enhanced the equality of status of women as 
participants, decision makers and beneficiaries in 
democratic, economic and social spheres of life. 
Ojha (2001) too found that SHGs as vehicles of 
micro finance delivery had tremendous impact on 
the socio-economic life of poor rural women. 
Vijanthi (2002) in a survey conducted in Tamil 
Nadu points out that women belonging to SHGs 
had greater freedom to take decisions in the matters 
of children, education and housing and that health 
and sanitation improved after they joined group. In 
another study conducted in Midnapur, West 
Bengal, Karmaker and Ghosh (2002) found that the 
recovery rates from SHGs were high and that 
SHGs had inculcated a sense of confidence in the 
minds of women. Sen (2003) made a study of 
SHGs in West Bengal and found that they were 
growing at an exponential rate. Among many of his 
observations, he found that members of the SHGs 
prefer to take up household activities of their own, 
that NGOs are playing a good role in promoting 
SHGs, and participation      of women in micro 
finance (MF) programmes irrespective of caste, 
religion or social class is significantly large. Again, 
Chatukalam (2003) found in a study conducted in 
Kerala, that Panchayats were the major motivating 
factor in promoting SHGs. The author also found 
that the educational levels of most of the women 
members were low, making the need of training 
more evident. The evidences of the above stated 
studies show that empirical research regarding 
SHGs has mostly been guided by the effects of 
SHGs socio-economic empowerment of women.  
SHGS AND WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT: 
Literature says that women‟s group exclusively 
dominate the SHGs (Vatta, 2003; Fisher and 
Sriram, 2002: p. 107). This could primarily be 
because of feminization of poverty because as per 
information, out of the approximately 320 million 
poor in India feminized poor forms two thirds of it 
(ICPRD, 2002: p.1). They are characterized by 
deprivation of access and control over the available 
resources. Thus an effort has been made linking 
SHGs to the agencies (as mentioned above in the 
three models) to get the poor women together so as 
to equip them with skills and assets which will 
improve the quality of their lives. Some of the 
success stories in this direction are of SEWA, 
WWF,MYRADA and PRADAN (all being NGOs). 
Most of the SHGs of these organizations have 
women as their member. 
There is substantial evidence that organizing 
women around thrift and credit service is one of the 
most effective methods, not only for alleviating 
poverty but also for empowering women (World 
Bank 1995,2000/2001). This has given rise to 
demand for women based collectives/ SHGs 
centered on thrift and credit services (Galab and 
Rao,2003). Whether NGOs empower women in 
thrift and credit groups is a moot question but it is 
an empirical fact that such groups provide effective 
coping mechanism (Padhi,2003).The recent success  
stories of SHGs show that the poor can exercise 
financial discipline. Although the loan amount is 
small it helps in meeting the requirements of the 
poor. The provision of even very little credit helps 
the poor to improve their income levels (Vatta and 
Singh, 2001). Till now, benefits for the poor in 
terms of social empowerment and economic 
progress through SHGs have outpaced benefits 
from the other rural development 
programmes.(Ramakrishna,2001) 
According to Namboodiri and Shiyani (2001) 
women‟s groups exclusively dominate the SHGs 
and have great empowerment opportunities both on 
the economic and social fronts. Participation in 
SHGs has not improved the access to credit by 
women but also reduced their dependence on the 
money lenders. They have ventured into 
nontraditional tasks of marketing, have better 
control over their labour, feel relatively free to 
move and interact with officials, assumed 
leadership positions, and have shown better control 
over their reproductive health (Galab and 
Rao,2003). Dadhich(2001) also indentifies increase 
in family incomes of the SHG women members. 
He too points out at the tremendous social changes 
that they experience such as the women start 
commanding more respect, get their due affection 
and rightful place in society, they experience more 
say in the family decisions. Besides this, the 
exchange of information and experiences between 
members because of the SHG platform is itself a 
learning process (Tilekar, et al.2001). Fisher and 
Sriram (2002:pp.112-13) also cite cases of SHGs 
which are working successfully. They mention 
about autonomous SHGs which have enabled the 
poor people to take control of their own lives. 
MYRADA which has 85 per cent of its SHG 
constituted of women, list out the benefits accrued 
to the members by virtue of being SHG members. 
They are for example-building leadership 
capacities of the poor, SHG members being elected 
to the village panchayat the SHG members being 
approached by other group of the village to help 
them with their problems and especially when these 
members belong to the poor and low caste who are 
not easily accepted as agents of change, 
maintaining more than one assets, confidence to 
speak to government officials, and other visitors, 
and some had even left SHG membership to 
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borrow directly from the bank which gives bigger 
loans. 
However, there are cases which show that the 
SHGs are not that empowering asit may appear. 
For instance, it has been said that many poorer 
micro-finance clients have suffered great hardship, 
and have even been drawn to commit suicide, as a 
result of their micro-debt (Hulme, 2000:p.26). The 
women are able to handle some of the issues 
relating to their lives independently but there is the 
absence of collective initiatives of women 
members to negotiate their gender, caste, class and 
other interests vis-à-vis market, state, community 
and family (Galab and Rao,2003). Probably the 
degree of success of a SHG depends on the SHG 
model followed. PRADAN attributes the success to 
the drive of the social entrepreneur, a local person, 
who takes charge of the SHG once the associated 
agency withdraws from the scene. Without further 
unearthing of literature it can hence be concluded 
that if SHGs are given the right training and their 
functioning is properly monitored there are bright 
prospects of their members being in better control 
of their lives which means their „empowerment’. 
POLICY RECOMMENDATION: 
1. There is need to accept that women‟s needs are 
not confined to self-employment. The programmes 
should be designed on the basis of the needs of 
women at the micro level. Planning self-
employment for women needs a multi-pronged 
strategy. 
2. The various categories for financial institutions 
in rural market have exhibited different potentials 
in serving rural women. There is need to 
synchronize their efforts so that their work 
becomes supplementary and complementary to 
them. 
3. In order to ensure proper utilization of the credit, 
there is an urgent need to introduce availability of 
consumption credit through the formal channel. 
The need is to sensitize bank staff towards the 
necessities, constraints and inhibitions of women. 
4. Marketing of new distribution may involve 
training or community development skills. Training 
packages must be evolved for entrepreneurship 
development to enable rural women as successful 
business managers and sustaining micro-
enterprises. In this task, role of NGO‟s, Panchayats, 
Women‟s organizations etc. may be enhanced to 
impart training, skill development and technical 
knowledge. 
5. A proper mechanism should be evolved to 
prepare data base on SHG‟s, SHP‟s, MFI‟s etc. 
Moreover, MIS with good management backing 
needs to be developed to achieve sustainability of 
micro-financing institutions. 
6. Social capability building programmes should be 
organized from time to time to train the NGO‟s 
activists, Volunteers, Panchayat representatives, 
members of youth clubs etc. to promote small 
savings and women‟s active and positive role in 
developmental benefits. 
7. Policymakers need to recognize the potential of 
micro-financial services to support investment and 
growth in key economic sectors and hence to 
contribute significantly to national economic 
growth. 
8. The key elements in the survival and 
sustainability of the SHG‟s should naturally be 
built on those elements that have to evolve as 
sustainable village level institution for taking active 
role in development and governance. 
9. In addition to the institutional sustainability, the 
group should also become financially viable. It is 
achieved when the group is able to cover its 
operational costs from its own income. 
10. Strong marketing network is mandatorily 
required for effective and proper marketing       of 
products and services of micro enterprises linked 
SHG‟s . The need marketing support and 
institutional capacity to handle marketing activities 
independently. 
CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS: 
Rural women play a significant role in the domestic 
and socio-economic life of the society and therefore, 
holistic national development is not possible without 
developing this segment of the society. The review of 
studies related to credit accessibility to women 
simply demonstrates that direct access to institutional 
credit to rural women is very limited and suffers from 
the sex bias in extending it to them. However, women 
from the non-farm sector have better access to banks 
than the women working in the farm sector. Even, 
male members of women borrowers have greater 
influence on accessibility to credit utilization and its 
repayment. 
Despite the increased access to credit, there continue 
to be several hurdles faced by women they want to 
access credit from banks. These include huge 
amounts of paperwork and the fact that women are 
often pressurized by banks to recover loans is 
released to them. 
It is increasingly being reported that SHG members 
have limited control over financial resources that they 
borrow despite being the conduit for access to such 
credit though their groups. The burden of repayment 
of such loans falls almost exclusively on the women. 
As SHGs are almost exclusively women only, often 
women become proxy to husband‟s demands without 
the men taking up the responsibility for repayment or 
proper utilization of these loans. 
Many of the micro enterprise activities undertaken 
have tended to be unviable. Low level of credit 
absorption capacity, low skill base and low asset base 
have been challenges to the SHG movement, which 
are yet to be addressed. Moreover, lack of skills, 
experience and technical support services to promote 
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livelihood and build sustainable interventions among 
the intermediary organizations especially NGOs etc. 
does not enable sustainable livelihood options to be 
developed. 
Access to credit as the focus of the micro credit 
programmes loses sight of the fundamental issues of 
access and control over common resources such as 
water, forests etc. which are the mainstay of 
occupations of a large number of the rural poor. The 
fundamental livelihood concerns related to the 
existing economic realities of poor women‟s lives 
remain largely unaddressed in the process. 
Skill development, with the advent of globalization 
and liberalization, new technologies and fast 
changing markets tend to make existing shills 
obsolete, requiring up gradation of existing skills and 
adoption of new skills and multi-skilling. 
Globalization often puts a premium on skills, 
requiring high levels of education, often out of the 
reach of the unorganized sector workers. On the other 
hand, it open up new markets which workers can 
reach by adopting existing or traditional skills. 
Women workers are usually at the lowest-paid end of 
any sector. They are usually termed as unskilled, even 
though very often their work, though low-paid, 
requires a certain level of technique. Furthermore, 
many of the skills that women learn are those that are 
in some way connected to care and reproduction, 
which are often not regarded as skills at all. For 
example, women in forest areas have a skill of 
recognizing and using herbal plants. However, this 
skill is not regarded as skill at all, either by the person 
who is documenting the skills, or even by the women 
themselves. 
Similarly, the potential marketability of a particular 
skill is never recognized. This refers to a woman‟s 
skills which currently are not being marketed but 
which have a good market potential like embroidery 
or knowledge of herbs. The care skills of the women 
can no longer be sidelined. These would include 
knowledge of child-care, care of the sick and 
particular skills such as mid-wifely. One unfortunate 
tendency that has been noticed in the desperate search 
for employment that goes on in the unorganized 
sector is the tendency towards deskilling. Workers 
lose their traditional or acquired skills when they 
cannot find employment with these skills. (Mishra 
and Pandey,2012.p.95)           
Bank is satisfied with the group in terms of   
genuineness of demand for credit. Thus, financing 
through SHG‟s effects quite a few benefits viz; (i) 
savings mobilized by the poor; (ii) access to the 
required amount of appropriate credit by the poor; 
(iii) meeting the demand and supply of credit 
structure and opening of new market for financing 
institutions; (iv) reduction in transaction cost for both 
lenders and borrowers; (v) tremendous improvement 
in recovery; (vi) heralding a new realization of 
subsidy-less and corruption-less credit; and (vii) 
remarkable empowerment of poor women. 
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